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Interrogating Interpretation and the Work of Art: Critique as Artist's Voice 
 
The ways in which the 'traditional' tension between words and artwork can be 
understood has huge implications for understanding the relationship between 
interpretation, art and practice, and research. Within the practice-led PhD the creative 
work and the exegesis can feel as though they occupy two quite separate and distinct 
registers of activity, generating a strange sense of disjuncture for the researcher. This 
paper aims to explore some of the consequences of this tension between critical 
interpretation and art for creative practice-led research and for the 'voice' of the artist-
researcher in particular. 
 
This will be done through a detailed introductory investigation of the work of Andrew 
Benjamin focusing on his book Disclosing Spaces: On Painting (2004). Andrew 
Benjamin sees the work of art as a dynamic process where art is understood as activity 
and that this is an activity that must be engaged with critically for it to be understood as 
the work of art. For Benjamin criticism completes the work of art. Criticism is, with the 
artwork, at the centre of our experience and understanding of art – in this way the work 
of art and criticism are seen to be co-productive. The implication of this co-productivity 
will then be explored across three articles each dealing with the work of American 
painter Marcia Hafif. In these articles there are critical negotiations and re-explorations of 
just how a work of art, in this case the monochrome painting, may be seen to be as 
operating as art. 
 
This focus by Benjamin on critical interpretation has important ramifications for both 
practice-led research and the artist-researcher. In making art and in particular in making 
art a part of the research process, each artist-researcher is staking a critical claim as to 
the value of their work as research and its status as art. This is because critical 
understanding, interpretation, is what establishes art as art. For the practice-led 
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researcher this principle needs to be accepted and critical thought openly engaged with 
to more completely understand the practice of art making itself as art. From this 
perspective critique necessarily distinguishes the artist-researcher's 'voice' from previous 
understandings of artist's voice as expressive.  
 
Introduction 
 
The fact that tension exists between written or spoken words and the art object is hardly 
news. Writing on art is pronounced inadequate as the art object frustrates any desire for 
final meaning and for some the solution to this problem of representation lies in a 
compensatory privileging of the artwork's affect. . Simon O'Sullivan taking a Deleuzean 
tack to this issue speculates that privileging the artwork's affect may offer a possible a 
way through the rift or separation engendered by representation.  He understands this 
rift as founded in 'understanding art as representation, and then understanding art as 
being in the crisis of representation...' (O'Sullivan 2001a, 125) This rift is also evident in 
articulations describing how art outruns any discourse on it, and that writing on art can 
be seen as silly and inadequate as the art object works to frustrate any desire for final 
meaning. (O'Sullivan 2001b) Indeed this inadequacy of the written word to the work of 
art has seen critical interpretation being further described as contributing to the ruining of 
art. (Benjamin, 84) This is a sentiment well understood by many practice-led 
researchers. Simon O'Sullivan in The Aesthetics of Affect: Thinking Art Beyond 
Representation asks: 
 
How could it happen that in thinking about art, in reading the art object, we 
missed what art does best? In fact we missed that which defines art: the 
aesthetic - because art is not an object amongst others, at least not an object of 
knowledge (or not only an object of knowledge). (2001a, 125) 
 
O'Sullivan goes on to think of this apartness through affect where 'Affects can be 
described as extra-discursive and extra-textual. Affects are moments of intensity, a 
reaction in/on the body at the level of matter.' (2001a, 126) Art now is an action or 
activity. This in turn opens up new challenges for criticism. It is now to be thought as 
somehow participating directly with this activity of art. O'Sullivan even suggests art 
history may change in response: 
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In this place art becomes a more complex, and a more interesting, object. And 
the business of art history changes from a hermeneutic to a heuristic activity: art 
history as a kind of parallel to the work that art is already doing rather than as an 
attempt to fix and interpret art; indeed, art history as precisely a kind of creative 
writing. (2001a, 130) 
 
That art history function as a parallel creative act is O'Sullivan's answer to the question 
of how to reinstate the object and assuage the melancholy of the "forever-lost" object of 
interpretation. I see this as a weak answer and so I will now leave O'Sullivan and move 
instead to Andrew Benjamin. Benjamin's own interests with the work of art parallel 
O'Sullivan's but his solutions come from a different theoretical quadrant. Benjamin 
instead sees that critical interpretation and the work of art are in fact co-productive. 
Opposition or disjuncture is instead a defining feature of the work of art. 
 
 
Criticism Completing Art  
 
In his book Disclosing Spaces: on Painting, Andrew Benjamin states that 'Art work 
realises itself within criticism...' (2004, 11) For Andrew Benjamin this statement points to 
the interdependence or co-productiveness of criticism and the work of art. Neither can 
exist without the other, they are in fact, mutually constitiutive. While Andrew Benjamin 
acknowledges there cannot be a critical formulation of the object’s presence that is 
adequate to the object he feels that the language of adequacy does not address that 
which is proper to art. Indeed this highlights the need for a reformulation of our 
understanding of criticism and its function. How to write about a certain work is the result 
of the demand of that work.  
 
Benjamin’s understanding of the work of art is as activity and not only as something that 
points to outside itself as in representation. To explore this he maps three components 
fundamental to delimiting what is essential to art. The first component is relationality 
where art is defined by the object’s presence within a field, for example the way a 
particular painting brings painting to the fore. It is worth noting that this relationality can 
 3
be innovative, a repetition with difference, and not simply miming, a repetition of the 
same. For Benjamin then: 
 
Relationality identifies part of a field of activity. What is significant is that a field of 
production is central. Works are produced and yet production is not the miming of 
that which has occurred before, or of what is occurring contemporaneously with a 
given work. (2004, 22) 
 
This indicates the importance of the interplay between contextualisation and 
decontextualisation and the particular’s inherent relation to a universal whose content is 
always to-be-determined. The field in question is a field of production, which allows 
Benjamin to stress that: 
 
Insisting on production will allow both for originality and relation. In addition, there 
is the further point that while the ‘author’ may not know the work’s relationality – 
and indeed an ‘active forgetting’ may be essential in order that a work be 
produced – it nevertheless cannot be effaced. It is as though the work will recall 
its relation to the genre of which it forms a part. (2004, 23) 
 
A second component for the delimitation of art is that of distance and this idea is bound 
up with a concern for affect. Benjamin doesn’t discount the importance of affect's 
immediacy. But nor does he regard it as a criterion for the object to be art. For an object 
to be recognised as art necessitates judgement coming into play, and with it 
comprehension. For Benjamin immediacy precludes equivocation, a space for 
'interpretive lingering.' (2004, 28) Distance, predicated on the notion that art is not given 
in its entirety immediately, is what constitutes criticism as well as the art object. 
 
The final component is potential, defined as the infinite grounds of finitude’s possibility. 
Potential is how the work of art reworks the genre of which it is a part and how it 
constitutes itself as art through technique and materiality. Potential defines the work's 
possible meaning as art and so describes how art functions as a disclosing space that 
goes beyond the immediacy of its physical making and materiality through critical 
meaning: 
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The question of what painting is or indeed what art may be is always determined 
by the release of potential....What is released occurs with – and as – criticism. 
Criticism, however, is positioned by the ontology of the object. If the particular is 
understood in terms of relation and potential, then any one critical response 
works as a release of potential... (Benjamin  2004, 30) 
 
It is through these three components that Benjamin defines an ontology of art in relation 
to which criticism needs to redefine its own vocabulary. Criticism needs to incorporate 
the conceptual notion of finitude, which is a possible interpretive view, that functions as 
an interruption to the infinite possibility of the artwork. This takes into account interiority 
where art is discussed as art realised in terms of its matter and in relation to its form. 
(2004, 14) This is not a Greenbergian formalism rather art as art imposes an interaction 
on the reader of that work and it does so through the qualities of relationality, distance 
and potential. This complex of elements works together to release what Benjamin calls 
the after-effect. The after-effect is important because it demonstrates how criticism not 
only completes the work of art but continues to release potential through repeated 
revisitations. According to the logic of the 'after-effect', what comes after releases the 
potential in what comes before This completion is dynamic and ongoing; it speaks of the 
aliveness of the work of art drawing attention to that fundamental interpretive 
indeterminacy inherent to the work of art, the direct product of the work's potential. 
 
The Monochrome's After-Effect 
 
So how might all this actually function and what might its value be to practice-led 
research? To this end I would like to briefly look at three articles concerned with the 
monochrome painting of Marcia Hafif. Together these articles demonstrate the value and 
necessity of criticism for the work of art and in so doing provide an example of the after-
effect. 
 
In 1990 Marcia Hafif wrote the short catalogue essay 'Chinese Red, 33x33' about the 
painting of the same name. The essay is focused on the tension between meaning and 
non-meaning, relationality and the painting’s particularity, and opens by posing a 
question: 
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One painting out of hundreds by the same artist, one one-colour painting out of 
thousands by hundreds of artists. How does one understand this flatly painted 
red square? (Hafif 1990) 
 
The potential of the work, its critical meaning, is released through its being defined as art 
and its impact in terms of placement, that is its contextualisation. Critical distance is 
employed to establish the painting as a painting and not just an object in the world. The 
central concern for Hafif is twofold. Firstly, how is this object identified as a painting and 
secondly, how is it to be understood as different from other one-colour, single hued 
paintings? In other words the contexts she is wrestling with are those of art, and of the 
two genres painting and the monochrome. How are significance, meaning and worth to 
be established here? Initially, Hafif scrutinises the painting: 
 
Looking at it one reacts to it as to any other thing in the world. ... Then the mind 
comes in and asks, what is it? (1990) 
 
Its materiality and physical affect is identified but this doesn't identify the object before 
her as art, as a painting.  For Hafif, as for Benjamin, affect doesn’t define the piece as 
art, the mind’s critical engagement does that, and so the relationality of the painting to 
other paintings, both her own and others, is explored: 
 
What we do not immediately see is the relation of this painting to the other 
paintings ...This particular painting is the fourth in a series of Enamel on Wood 
paintings. The series is the fifteenth in an on-going project which set out in 1972 
to use a monochrome form to recapitulate the materials and methods of 
traditional Western painting. ...This painting, then, takes its ordered place in a 
stream of some hundreds of paintings and exists for itself alone as well as in the 
context of the rest of the work. (Hafif 1990) 
 
In 1997, Arthur Danto the well-respected American philosopher and art theorist wrote 
'The Historical Museum of Monochrome Art' in his book After the End of Art. Danto was 
inspired by Hafif's text and cites it at some length. He critically engages with both Hafif's 
contexts and with Hafif herself as context, in developing his arguments concerning how 
art can be identified as art. He expands the potential of her work by tying it in to his own 
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philosophical agenda. Speaking of Hafif's work and then by extension artworks in 
general, he says: 
 
The work draws meaning from the body of work within which it is placed, and this 
makes clear the degree to which the place of painting today is the exhibition, 
which provides the context in which the work alone is to be judged and 
appreciated. ... That is to be expected when "the mind comes in, and asks." 
(Danto 1997, 169) 
 
Danto, within this article, is arguing against style being the determining factor in 
understanding something as art and is intent on establishing a case for the importance 
of contexts. Speaking of particularity he says: 
 
I offer this discussion of the monochrome painting as a model of how to think 
about criticism, once we realise that we have to think, however profound the 
resemblances between works, of their individual histories... Each monochrome 
painting has to be addressed on its own terms, and counted as success or failure 
in terms of the adequacy with which it embodies its intended meaning. (1997, 
170) 
 
This quote is an argument for the necessity of criticism. Criticism augments the 
intransigent silence of the object, tapping into the artist’s intentionality and that of the 
genre and medium. He is asking no more than Hafif herself demands of her work. 
 
In 2003 Anne Eden Gibson wrote the article 'Colour and Difference in Abstract Painting' 
that explores the monochrome through readings predicated on the body, race and 
gender. Within the text she looks at a Hafif monochrome, this time Cadmium Red from 
1982, and does so in a way that attempts to ‘transcend’ the traditional modernist-
formalist critique normally associated with the monochrome. Gibson focuses on the mark 
making visible in this work and relates it back to a comment by Hafif on the importance 
of gesture within one-colour painting. Gibson writes of Hafif's work that, and I quote, 
 
Like Pollock’s skeins of paint, her facture reads as the traces of her body’s 
actions. In her choice of this device to advertise her agency and the connection 
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between her own corporality and that of the painting she differed from certain 
other monochromists. (Gibson 2003, 196) 
 
Gibson is trying to extend the range of readings possible for the monochrome. This is an 
attempt to mine the potential of the work, to relocate and thereby to see anew the 
monochrome painting.  Gibson demonstrates how art lives anew through interpretations 
which revise or disrupt previous interpretation. This is art’s after-effect where part of the 
infinitude of meaning of the artwork’s potential is liberated by criticism even as that 
reading limits. 
 
Together these three articles result in a generation of interpretations that work to define 
an evolving critical moment. For each, meaning generation is context dependent but the 
affect of the work is not disregarded. Affect or immediacy is always supplemented by 
distance, which permits the mind’s involvement through critique. Criticism is, with the 
artwork, at the centre of our experience and understanding of art. Andrew Benjamin 
sees the work of art as a dynamic process where art is understood as activity and that 
this activity must be engaged with critically for it to be understood as the work of art.  
 
This has important ramifications for practice-led research and the artist-researcher. 
Regardless of how artists define their art making process to themselves, critical 
interpretation must be understood as a co-founding, co-constituting element. In other 
words to make and engage in the work of art, is to be critically engaged. Within this 
frame, criticism bears the "voice" of the artist as much as the art making or the work 
itself. In making art and in particular in making art as part of a research process, each 
artist-researcher is staking a critical claim as to the value of their work as research and 
its status as art.  
 
For the practice-led researcher this principle needs to be accepted to more completely 
Just how conscious these thoughts are is another matter. Within the making process the 
artist-researcher will experience different degrees of critical amnesia depending on the 
timing and nature of the work. This is part of the making process. Marcia Hafif needed to 
define those thoughts about her work and its place in the world of art. Does she need to 
understand them anew every time?  To some degree and at some level the answer is 
probably yes. This is present, as potential, within in the work itself, and Hafif has made it 
 8
 9
clear, that she needed to understand what she was doing when she painted. Her 
understanding then educated Danto into seeing her work in a fuller way than he has 
admitted he could have done previous to having had contact with her and her writing. 
This is research. This is how knowledge transfer happens. It happens critically. Affect 
may be the medium, but it is through criticality that the message of art and research is 
received.  
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